
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































The straight emperor:  
what the emperor was for the Edo period
TANAKA Yūko
In “The Bloody Silk Curtain” (“Chikatabira”), part of The Tale of the Spring 
Rain (Ha rusame monogatari) written in 1809 by Ueda Akinari, a scholar of 
ancient Japanese thought and culture, we find an extremely “straight” man, 
namely, Emperor Heizei (774–824). The people of the Edo period regarded 
the image of this Emperor as ideal. But this image differed greatly from the 
Emperor as prescribed in regulations established by the Edo shogunate. Under 
these regulations, the most important obligation of the Emperor was to study 
the Chinese classics, in particular the four canonical works centering on The 
Analects of Confucius (Lun Yu). The ideas embodied in those work, however, 
are far removed from the concept of straight. Why was the image of what was 
expected of the Emperor split into these two aspects?
To answer this question, we must understand the reason why the Edo 
shogunate retained the Emperor system. Before the Edo period, Toyotomi 
Hideyoshi worshiped the Emperor to an almost obsequious extent. He under-
stood the tremendous effect the Emperor had, and by using it acquired power 
and authority for himself. The medieval period of warfare was in fact an “age 
of the restoration,” when the samurai class restored the power and authority 
of the Emperor and the court nobles that had previously been lost. This was 
because the power of the samurai families could be easily broken by adver-
sarial stratagems, and the Emperor’s authority assisted in reinforcing the 
legitimacy of their power. 
In the Edo period, the main work of the Emperor and the court nobles 
61直き天皇――江戸時代にとって天皇とは何であったか
was the authorization of certain offices and noble ranks of the samurai class. 
Within a social order based on the unit of the family, it was the function of the 
Emperor system to establish family names and to decide the legitimacy of the 
families and their order of rank. The reason why the Emperor was required 
to study the Chinese classics was in order for the Edo shogunate to include 
the Emperor in the value system of the samurai class. On the other hand, the 
reason why the Emperor was required to have an “straight” character was that 
the Edo shogunate would not permit the Emperor to have his own individual 
ideas or power.
We might then ask whether the Emperor system was necessary for the 
people of the Edo period. The general populace only came to recognize the 
Emperor’s existence after pilgrimages to Ise shrine and Kyoto sightseeing tours 
became popular. One of the functions of the court nobles was to determine 
the ranks of metalworkers as well as those belonging to guilds of the blind, 
namely biwa players, music teachers and masseurs. The court nobility itself 
possessed traditional and professional abilities in waka poetry, kemari (a kind 
of football), calligraphy, flower arrangement, Japanese-style dishes, clothing, 
Japanese court music, sumo wrestling, and Chinese classical studies. These 
were more important than the Emperor system itself. The cultures of the 
samurai class and the court nobles included elements ranging from ancient 
to medieval Japanese culture, upon which the culture and industry of the Edo 
period drew heavily. 
However, was the Emperor system necessary for people to live under 
better conditions? To this question, neither the value of “straight” nor the 
cultural legacies of the samurai class and court nobility can provide an answer. 
As was the case in the Edo period and is the case today, the Emperor system is 
a structure taken advantage of by the powerful of any given age.
